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Background. 


ENVIRONMENT CONSERVATION AUTHORITY 
PROSPECTUS ON 
THE ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT OF SURFACE MINING IN ALBERTA 


Coal has been mined in Alberta since 1835 and developed 
to a peak production of 12.5 million tons per year in 1948 and 
1949. With the development of Petroleum and Natural Gas in Western 
Canada and the dieselization of the railroads there followed a lengthy 
period of decline and relative inactivity. The industry is now ex- 
periencing a marked revival. World-wide demand for high quality 
coking coal together with local requirements. for fuel for electrical 
generation has resulted in renewed development of a number of coal 


deposits within the Province. 


The projected industrial growth of Japan plus an imminent 
shortage of coal in Europe indicates that coal mining in Alberta 


will continue to expand. Since a major portion of it will be by 


_ open pit or surface mining techniques, the Province can expect to 


see a continuing increase in strip-mining over the next several years. 


No one will deny the economic benefits that can result from 
increased industrial activities of this kind and it is doubtful whether’ 
anyone would seriously recommend that all strip-mining activities cease. 
However, the examples of serious environmental problems that accompanied 
surface mining in such places as the Appalachian region of the United 
States have given us warning, and Albertans do not wish tc see them 
repeated here. Alberta is fortunate in being able to draw from these 


experiences while its own industry is at an early stage of development. 
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This period of expansion however, comes at a time of increased 
public awareness of the environmental consequences of such activities. 
Present-day mining operations, in addition, are conducted on a far more 
massive scale and the visible effects appear more suddenly. They are 
therefore more easily noticed by the public, and strip mining has now 
become a subject of great concern and controversy within the Province. This 
concern has now been expressed in a number of letters from individuals and 
groups to the Environment Conservation Authority. 

The Alberta Government attaches considerable importance to these 
matters, and the Cabinet has requested the Environment Conservation Authority 
to consider the impact on the environment of oi], gas, coal, and forestry re- 
source developments within the Province. Through the Minister of the 
Environment, it has now indicated that it wishes the Authority to direct its 
attention without delay, to the subject of strip mining for coal in order to 
ensure that permanent environmental damage will not result from these activities. 

The Members of the Authority have visited a number of coal mining 
areas in the Province and elsewhere, and have come to recognize the diversity 
of environmental interactions which can arise when strip mining is performed 
in the separate geographical areas represented by: 


a) The plains 
b) The foothills 


c) The mountains 
The Authority will now seek, by means of public hearings, to obtain 
wide public participation in exploring the problems peculiar to each and 
aiteoretneserareas. 


Coal in Alberta. 


in 1962 20l million tons or coal were produced in Alberta and by 
1968 this figure had increased to 3.9 million tons. By 1980 the Province 


is expected to be using 10 million tons of coal for power gener- 
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ation alone. In 1969, 1.5 million tons was exported and a period of 
major expansion was underway which saw exports of coal rise to 6.3 


million tons in the present year and a projected 15 million for 1972. 


The development of automated unit trains for the cheap and 
efficient transportation of coal could open up enormous markets in 
Eastern Canada for Alberta coal and facilitate the entry of Alberta 
"Chars" into the non-ferrous metallurgical industry on the United 


States Pacific seaboard. 


Canada's total reserves of coal are estimated to be 94 billion 
tons, of which 95% resides in the three Western Provinces. Alberta 
alone accounts for 51% of these reserves which makes it potentially the 
most iiportant coal producing area in the country. One quarter of these 
coal reserves however, representing the only large scale low and medium 
volatile coking coal reserves in America west of the Mississippi, lie 
‘in the environmentally sensitive foothills region to which many Albertans 


look for their outdoor recreational and aesthetic experiences. 


In the plains areas of the Province, the deposits are mainly of 
the sub-bitumenous type. Some anthracite exists in the Highwood area 


west of Calgary, but this is not being worked commercially at present. 


It is estimated that over the next twenty years, 32,000 acres 
will be strip-mined between the Crows Nest Pass and the Smoky River. 
Whilst this represents only 0.02% of Alberta's land area, it will be 
very highly concentrated geographically and the nature of the disturbance 
could be intensive and far reaching in both its hydrological and aesthetic 
effects. In addition, there will be similar but less intensive effects 


from such associated activities as road, rail and townsite construction, 


stream diversions etc. 
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The extent and cost of these effects can be surmised, and the 
general public in Alberta will be weighing these against the benefits 
they expect to derive from the removal and sale of the coal. The 
future of the industry will, undoubtedly, depend in large measure on 
the extent to which environmental damage can be controlled and the 
effectiveness of the restoration techniques that might be developed and 
applied. 
Environmental Concerns. 

The environmental effects of coal mining in Alberta are most 
frequently observed in the plains. Where strip mining is conducted in 
the foothills and the mountains however, people have commented on the 
mutilation of scenery, the pollution and silting of streams with mine wastes 
and increased surface run-offs, the increased erosion of top-soils, and the 
loss of fish and wildlife habitats. 

Such effects, they fear, could have immediate and possibly permanent 


impact on the renewable resources and on the recreational and aesthetic values 


of the mountain regions. It has been suggested that they may already have 
caused serious disruptions to the subsurface hydrology of certain areas 
and that this in turn could endanger the water supply to the Prairies. 

There have been demands from some quarters to place restrictions 
on mining in the Rocky Mountains, and these have taken more marked forms 
when a popular landmark appears to be in jeopardy. The feeling has been 
expressed that these areas should be reserved for recreation, aesthetics, 
and as a heritage for future generations. 

To many people, however, the concept of total preservation is 
unduly idealistic and although it would be the most effective way of 
preserving the eco-system and avoiding pollution problems, such blanket 


restrictions are not acceptable to many people for economic reasons. 


It is therefore necessary to find a suitable and effective com- 
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promise. One suggestion is that strip mining be permitted freely where 
conditions are favourable to the success of reclamation, but progressively 
discouraged where they become more difficult or less conducive to success. 
In such cases other methods might be sought for the extraction of mineral 
deposits. 

The development of realistic, equitable and effective regulations 
for the control of mining activities is a matter of importance and urgency, 
and the opinions and concerns of all segments of the public will have 
direct relevance in determining just what these should be. 

Reclamation and Recovery. 

Wherever mining operations are conducted, reclamation and recovery 
procedures have become an integral part of the operations. The extent to 
which such procedures are adopted, the promptness with which they are 
performed, and the success that attends them has, however, varied widely 
from place to place. 

Ideally the aim might be to return the land to its former condition 
in the shortest possible time, but obviously the very fact of the removal 
of material precludes the complete attainment of this ideal. Legislation 
and regulations from other provinces and other countries are available for 
reference, and undoubtedly some of the features of these will be suitable 
for adoption here. 

The Environment Conservation Authority intends, in its present 
series of public hearings, to provide an opportunity for all concerned, to 
express their views on this important subject. 

It will arrange for the submission of informed statements in the 
form of briefs by qualified individuals within their specialized areas of 
competence, and will also request submissions from individuals and firms 


whose interests are vested within the coal mining industry. 
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aspects of reclamation and restoration and would expect that comments would 
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It will be most interested in obtaining representations on all 


be forthcoming on such specifics as the following:- 


I: 
(os 


are encouraged to attend and make their views known and the Authority intends 

to contact as many of these as possible with individual requests to participate. 
The concensus of these public views and sentiments, combined with the in- 
formed opinions, will form the basis of recommendations to the Cabinet for 


new. and improved approaches to the environmental effects of strip mining 


The removal, storage and replacement of overburden and topsoil. 


The time lapse between opening and closure of trenches. 
Design of spoil banks and control of erosion. 
Re-vegetation of spoil banks. 

Use of contour trenches. 

Removal of forest cover and handling of debris. 
Prospecting methods and the use of heavy equipment such as 
bulldozers for this purpose. 

Construction and location of roads, trails and campsites. 
Protection of streams, creeks and rivers. 

New and improved mining techniques. 

Planning for reclamation. 


Transportation and processing of coal. 


All concerned groups and individuals as well as the general public 


activities in Alberta. 


10th November, 1971. 
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